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The Theological Contributions
of Johannes V. Knudsen
by AXEL KILDEGAARD
"The glory of God is man fully alive." That quotation
attributed to lreneus, Church father and first systematic
theologian, is about 1800 years old. It affords a clue in my
search for the common thread that runs throughout the
seemingly diverse theological interests of Johannes V. Knudsen. The Celt, lreneus, Bishop of Lyons, who lived in the
volatile second century when the Christian tradition was
taking shape, wrote two significant works. One defined the
basic Christian teachings, and the other, Against the
Heresies, answered false teachings. These works spoke also
to the interests of Bishop N.F.S. Grundtvig in 19th century
Denmark. It was no surprise that Ireneus should become a
central concern in Johannes Knudsen's doctoral studies and
thesis.
Knudsen, born and bred in a home, church, and school
that were rooted in a Grundtvigian life and culture, quite
naturally sought the academic sources of his own identity.
Poetry, history, anthropology, theology, and social concern
seem to have reflected the varied interests and commitments
of his personhood. Actually all are traceable to the life and
work of Grundtvig, transplanted to this country by a
minority of the Danish immigrants. Knudsen's own formation reflects this geneology. Son of a pastor and folk school
leader, his boyhood was lived within the ethnic communities
of Tyler, Minnesota, and Des Moines, Iowa. As his education was shaped by both Danish and American traditions
and disciplines, Johannes Knudsen became a bridgebuilder
from provincial Grundtvigianism to the Lutheran theological
scene in America. The key to the jigsaw puzzle of Knudsen's
interests and contributions was lreneus.
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Consider: The Danish churchman, N.F.S. Grundtvig is
remembered as 1.) a hymnwriter and poet, 2.) a prominent
historian, 3.) searcher or advocate for "authentic" Christianity. Add to that, or as a result of these interests, that he was
also a social activist whose intersts in education, politics,
and the life of his people were inseparable from those first
three foci. All three were rooted in the Judeo-Christian tradition, and basic to the three was the search for the action of
God in history. At the center of search was the birth and the
formation of the Christian tradition in the first centuries of
the modern era.
A list of Knudsen's interests and contributions would
mirror the list given in the last paragraph. Poetry was an
avocation of which he never tired. Some of his songs and
hymns were original. Others were translations or reworkings
of translations. Countless others, committed to memory,
nurtured his life and in conversations sparked his language.
Nearly all had historical or biblical themes. Although he
taught a variety of courses during his academic career, he
thought of himself first of all as a historian. And always
implicitly, at times explicitly, his first concern was the
Christian Faith, its defense and exposition. Add all that up
and, again as a quite natural addendum, one is given a
record of social concern. Johannes Knudsen's lively political
involvement and sensitivity to the life of the people was
always in evidence. Preacher, poet, teacher, and activist each aspect of his life calls for attention.
This essay reviews the theological contributions of
Johannes Knudsen to the American scene. In pursuing the
topic, I shall use three main sources. The first is a small book
entitled Roots, published in 1973. 1 It is in essence a spiritual
and human autobiography. (Knudsen would snort at those
two adjectives and call them redundant.) The second, Called
Out of Chaos, 1971, is a discussion of the meaning and
nature of religion. 2 Thirdly, I have in my files a dozen or so
theological papers that Knudsen gave to me as a colleague.
However, insofar as this paper limits itself to the given title,
it may also be in contradiction to a central thesis. At the
heart of his teachings, Johannes Knudsen argues for the one-31-

ness and the wholeness of life. Human and spiritual needs
and concerns are not to be divided. The Christian faith
always presupposes our humanity.
Knudsen rejects those religious traditions that consider
the realm of God to be outside, over against, or apart from
the world of man. Although he recognized that dualism has
had a long history in Christian thought, he attributes its
origin to two non-biblical sources. The first came from the
Middle-East through the Persian religion and was religious
and mythological in nature. It reached its most pervasive
and threatening form in the Gnostic movement which was
contemporary with the first four centuries of the Christian
era.
The second form of dualism was philosophical in nature
and came from the Greek or Hellenistic point of view. It
sought to separate the physical or phenomenological world
from the idea or spirit world. It was to this intellectual and
cultural world view that the early gospel was proclaimed.
Through its concepts early Christian reflection labored. The
secular and the religious constituted a dichotomy that was
foreign to the Hebrew cradle of the Christian faith.
Knudsen rejects totally the assumption that faith in a
divine creator and presence should in any way be separated
from our natural human life. All is within the realm of God.
He writes: "The belief in a transcendant God who has
revealed himself and who has entered into the life of man
adds a tremendous dimension to our view of the world, even
as it redeems and rescues the life of humankind, but it does
not erase the immanence of God. The Kingdom of God is the
ordering and redemption of the created life of man, but it is
not in itself a world apart from this life. It is the fulfillment of
life, not the antithesis of life." (Called Out of Chaos, p. 22)
Knudsen explores the ways in which the nature of
religion has historically been understood and studied. The
central concepts that dominated such studies are 1.) Reflection (analysis and explanation) 2.) Function (what religion
does for its adherents) and 3.) Beliefs (a system or structure
of tenets and practices). Religion is commonly understood to
be a system of beliefs or ordering of life growing out of a
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reflection upon reality. Knudsen does not discard reflection
or belief. On the contrary, these are indispensable for communication or thought. But if reflection or belief were to
become definitive, we would no longer be dealing with the
essence of religion; we would have moved on to philosophy.
Philosophy is not a trivial pursuit, but it is illusory. As
one example, to explain the existence of evil, in order to
reconcile our desire for justice and our belief in divinity, is a
profound philosophical problem and task. But it is not the
primary task of religion. Religion is, at its heart, faith; it is
not as such an explanation of the mysteries. Faith is another
way of dealing with the mystery; faith is first of all a means
of coping and surviving.
The word that moves beyond the three usual categories
and takes precedence over them is symbol. The dictionary
meaning of symbol considers it to be an expression or representation of reality. In function it becomes a means of communication and a glue for community. The symbol is at the
root of credibility for the faithful. Johannes Knudsen moves
beyond others (e.g. Tillich) who have dealt with the meaning
and the place of this word. Knudsen writes: " ... the symbol
is a means by which we participate in reality. The symbol is
thus a dynamic part of reality itself and becomes a creative
function in the life of the individual or society. It is more
than a mechanical representation of a reality, but this can
only be understood by a participant in that reality. For the
faithful, the symbol is redemptive; for the outsider it is
magic." Called Out of Chaos, p. 35.
In the summary of his argument, Knudsen chooses four
marks or terms which he considers essential to the description of religion. These are: Totalistic, Dynamic, Meaningful,
and Participatory.
The first category, Totalistic, denies all forms of fragmentation. Anything that separates the created world,
whether people from people, the spiritual from the material,
the natural from the supernatural - is contrary to the nature
and the function of religion. Religion overcomes all
alienation and proclaims that truth is one.
The second word is Dynamic. Religion deals with the
-33-

power that is order creative. That power is implicit in the
symbol. It is the order that carries with it the force of
survival. The gift is the gift of coherence and of life.
The third mark of religion is Meaning. Knudsen refers
here not only to the faith to which his own life was committed but to all true religion. All seek to give some content
to life in which things make sense. Johannes Knudsen does
not consider this necessarily to be a sophisticated metaphysical meaning, although some may have that need, but
there is a promise that is given of some sense of gratification
and acceptance.
Finally, religion must be Participatory. It is not solely a
cerebral activity. To be real, one must know it from within
and be involved in its processes. There may be a wide variety
of ways in which such participation is expressed. It may be in
a dance, or prayer, or ceremonial eating, or rituals of planting and harvesting. Devotees of any particular religion will
have proscribed means of participation. (For further explication of these four, see pages 44-49 of Called Out of Chaos.)
For Knudsen, theology was a form of play. In his youth
he loved competition: soccer, European handball, golf - he
was a fierce competitor. There was a carryover in his
theological enquiries. Knudsen's mind was amazingly
retentive: I believe that he remembered everything he ever
read. And it was creative; he saw and made connections as
one who worked on a cosmic puzzle and enjoyed both the
challenge and the sport. Theology lives in freedom, he
wrote, and he reveled in that freedom. He was always
accountable, ready and willing to defend his writings. But he
knew that he was dealing with the penultimate. Excited as he
often became and ready for combat in the arena of ideas, he
did not consider the intellectual appropriation of the faith to
be primary. "The primary appropriation is the personal
acceptance which comes through baptism, through the
power of the Holy Spirit, and through the corporate life,
historic and contemporary, of the family of God and the
human family." (A paper written after his retirement in the
mid seventies, entitled: "A Theology for Today" p. 1)
Personal faith may be intellectually clarified, but its very
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being is neither dependent upon nor endangered by such
clarification (i.e. theologizing). Theology is the primary tool
of communication as it is also the tool or servant of content
or understanding. It is not synonomous with doctrine which
consists of fixed intellectual formulas. Theology is alive and
dynamic, never static as is doctrine.
Knudsen loved storytelling, perhaps because stories best
carried the symbols and thus spoke to faith. He was incensed
at the unimaginative literalists who had a narrow and restrictive definition of truth. Myth was a favorite category which
he defined as "a grand way of telling a true story in a
significant, imaginative and non-literalist way." (From a
colloquy paper that he presented to the Lutheran School of
Theology faculty.) He despaired that for some the word
"myth" has come to mean misunderstanding or even falsehood.
The theologian is not the dogmatician who fixes the
formula but the one who explores the meaning. From Knudsen's perspective that would mean that the theologian is a
historian, and that meaning is rooted in history. But
theology is also that human enterprise which is open and
curious about all other human disciplines. For Johannes
Knudsen the old description of theology as the queen of the
sciences remained literally true. His interests ranged far and
wide. Many theologies, in his point of view, were delinquent
because they were not aware of the work of Einstein or Niels
Bohr. He accused them of still being in dialog, often polemically, with obsolete concepts of evolution and in ignorance
of the genetic chain.
The bondages of theology of which Knudsen frequently
spoke are often self-created and internal. Rather than
imposed from without, they are rooted in the theologian's
own misconceptions of the nature of religion. One bondage
is contained in the expression "revealed scripture." Even
those who are not enslaved by a literalistic approach to
scripture still tend to consider truth to be contained in the
authoritative and sacred writings. They contend that God
reveals himself in those teachings and in the interpretations
of the events that are recorded (i.e. in concepts and proposi-35-

tions). So God has spoken. The Christian faith becomes
identified with intellectual positions. "The assumption is that
God has laid out a prearranged scenario which not only
unfolded itself according to his wisdom but gives us the
fundamental insights for understanding God." ('Theology
for Today," p. 10)
Theology traditionally begins with and seeks to trace the
thread of God's will and action through the Old and the New
Testaments. In that view the latter collection of books begins
with stories of Christ's birth, his ministry and teachings, and
finally culminates in the account of his death and resurrection. The latter event is a verification of those truths already
revealed. The story is that of a drama which in linear fashion
reaches a climax and a denouement. The New Testament is a
historic statement recounting a sequence of events.
In contrast to this, some theologians view the New Testament as the historic proclamation of a faith community.
That, writes Knudsen, is a helpful step in establishing a more
viable approach to theology. The proclamation, he
contends, is that of a faith alive in a community, not the
statement of an intellectual premise or position. The beginning and the roots of that community is the resurrection of
Jesus Christ. That event, the definitive act of God in history,
was the heart of St. Paul's message. As a theologian, Paul
sought to understand it not as the culmination of an
historical sequence but as the key to history and the content
of the faith.
Among other bondages of theology, Knudsen cites the
doctrine of the Trinity. The teaching itself may be a useful
tool in the search for understanding. The imagery is also
both helpful and necessary in the worship life of the faith
community. There are evidences that those words were used
even in the earliest liturgies, as it sought to celebrate and
name its own identity. But when it moved beyond its usefulness as a worship tool and became a definition of a required
tenet of belief, it distorted the meaning of faith.
Knudsen's love for theology seems to have been tempered
by his fear of dogma or intellectual requirements that to him
threatened the dynamic of faith. This perception is
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illustrated by the distinction which he drew between what
we call the Apostolic Creed and the Nicene Creed. The
former is a faith statement central to the worship of the early
church and is identified with Baptism, the act that marks our
initial participatory membership in that community. In
contrast, the Nicene Creed is a document that grew out of
the theological controversies and wrestling of the church. It
is primarily a teaching and not a worship tool. Teaching is
communication; it is part of the process of communal understanding. But faith is the life of the people of God which
originates in the act of God and which is nurtured by its
worship.
Knudsen resists and rejects the anthropomorphic visions
and concepts out of which traditional theology has constructed our image of God. We have given him attributes
and powers through images and metaphors, even the
pronoun "him," that we have considered God-like. These
may be necessary from our point of view, but we forget that
they are for the most part our own projections. They are our
own imaginings and conclusions. We have the message of
the resurrection, perhaps the only knowledge of God of
which we are capable. We receive that message in faith. And
we have the life of the people in which we hear and celebrate
that message.
Another bondage of theology which we have already met
in Knudsen's thoughts on the nature of religion, is the traditional commitment to a dichotomy of the sacred and the
secular. Augustine's two cities, the city of this world and the
city of God, dominated Christian thought throughout the
Middle Ages. It was picked up again by Luther as he named
the two Kingdoms in which God rules by his left and his
right hand. Knudsen resisted this teaching and named it one
of the bondages of Lutheran theology today. Luther's great
contribution, says Johannes Knudsen, was not as a
theologian but as the great proclaimer, even as St. Paul.
"Much modern theology is blocked out from thinking in
terms of the experiences, ideas and insights of today because
it is in bondage to the ideas and the thought forms of the
past." ("Theology for Today," p. 17)
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Although one has the sense that Knudsen enjoyed the
role of a polemicist, he also knew that building was more
important than destroying. The place for intellectual wrestling and theology to begin is with the act of God: the
resurrection of Jesus Christ. The two questions that Johannes
Knudsen then asks are: What is the nature of the faith that
starts here? and How is it appropriated? One answer meets
both questions: The nature of the faith is corporate and its
main source and expression is found in corporate worship. In
other words, we are speaking of a people who are defined by
a common life, culture, and language and whose primary
mark is a mutually articulated worship. Through our fellowship, we know that we belong to each other. We find our
common voice in our worship.
Johannes Knudsen builds his case as a theologian whose
first qualification is his knowledge of patristics, the writings
of the church fathers. As noted in the early paragraphs of
this study, Knudsen's primary point of reference is Ireneus
who aside from the actual writers of scripture was one of the
first theologians of the church. For lreneus, the core of the
faith is to be found in the community's confession in the risen
Christ and its participation in him and his life through
corporate worship. Knudsen saw the same questions alive
and in ferment in the life and the writings of N.S.F.
Grundtvig in 19th century Denmark. But I believe that
Johannes Knudsen preferred to trace these through the
ministry and writings of the Bishop to the Celts because
Ireneus lived at the formative time and belonged to the mainstream while Grundtvig was an isolated voice in a small
country. The implications of the stance that both of these
teachers of the church espoused for the understanding of the
conflicting forces in their respective centuries, the second
and the nineteenth, were in the presentations of Knudsen
uniquely similar and applicable as well to our own times and
theology.
In his theological probings, Knudsen often returned to a
touchstone given to him in his undergraduate studies at the
University of Copenhagen in the twenties. (Described in
Chapter 6 of Roots, 58H) His studies in history and the
-38-

nature of religion were stimulated by Vilhelm Gnmbech, a
phenomenologist whom Knudsen considered one of the most
influential teachers of his life. By a route learned then and
years later affirmed by the writings of Eliade, Knudsen
explored theology with the same major premise: religion is
and must be indigenous to the common and the cultural life
of a people. This impulse he finds strongly evidenced within
the New Testament and the earliest life of the church.
St. Paul, Johannes Knudsen observes, called himself "a
minister to the peoples," ('ethne', translated as nations or
gentiles - often mistakenly interpreted as "Heathens").
Although Paul did try his hand at times as an apologist,
Knudsen considered this to be rather weak and cites Paul's
resolve to only preach Christ crucified. It was the proclamation of the resurrection event that was central and which
transcended the Jewish context. All nations, peoples, and
folk were to hear that. The message is perhaps the most clear
in his letter to the Celtic peoples who had received the
Gospel in Galatia. They did not have to become Jews to live
in the faith.
The thread that Knudsen pursues passes by way of the
Celts of the Adriatic area (Paul also visited what is now
Yugoslavia - Romans 15:19), north to the Germanic people
and to Ireland and Scotland. Through the Celtic church in
the British Isles, the faith reached out to Scandinavia. "The
integrated, worship centered, community conscious form of
Christian fellowship characterized the Celtic, Germanic, and
Nordic churches." ("Theology for Today," p. 32). Church
history, in Knudsen's view, has too often been taught in
terms of the network of diocesan control with Rome at the
center and the attendant struggles between ruling powers.
The real story is in the life of the people. Centuries later the
Reformation restored the churches to the people, which was
Luther's greatest contribution.
The thought world of the modern era gives us another
context in which we are to deal with this, i.e. do our
theology. Knudsen was concerned that we be so burdened
with images and metaphors of the past that our minds and
theologies become closed to the world in which we live.
-39-

Three areas of scientific research have radically changed the
stage upon which our work is to be done. These are genetics,
physics, and astronomy. The data and the scope of scientific
inquiry today has changed the premises, the nature, and the
language of the continuing dialog that theology pursues.
Knudsen admits that he does not have the answers but he
wrote: "I know that a posture which calls all this irrelevant
for our imagery of God can be compared to that which centuries ago denied that the world was round." ("Theology for
Today," p. 35)
The theology that Johannes Knudsen proposed was not
characterized by a system or structure that supplied answers
to the human questions and dilemmas. On the contrary,
Knudsen not only accepted and entered into these complexities, he further illuminated them and wrote of their depth.
Rather than given to easy solutions, Knudsen's knowledge of
history saw the human drama on a far broader scale. One
senses the depths of his wonder whether he writes about
cosmic issues of science or of ongoing historical movements
that have taken centuries, even eons, to develop.
A reading of Roots, his most personal and winsome
publication, describes his own nurture and formation within
a piety of joyous ethnic celebration. He belonged unambiguously to a people and cherished that identity deeply. His own
exploration of his people's origins in the life and culture of
Denmark led to an intimacy with the ancient mythology of
the North, to the people's folk stories, songs, hymns, and
literature, past and present. Much of that belonged to his
childhood, but as he grew to maturity that pursuit became
more intentional. One is given the impression that all this
had authentic religious significance and became grist for his
own theological search.
When Johannes Knudsen addressed his thoughts to
others of his own background, he drew heavily upon this
knowledge. He wrote in Roots of his lifelong engagement
with Grundtvig. That found expression in the study of
Grundtvig that he published in 1955 entitled, Danish Rebel.
It is characteristic that Knudsen was not very happy with the
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title that the publishers urged upon him for the book. He did
not view Grundtvig, or lreneus, or himself as rebels. They
were rather the defenders of the authentic and pristine
theology of the church. So concerned was he in the promulgation thereof that outside of his own circles, he rarely
lectured about Grundtvig. Johannes Knudsen considered
Grundtvig' s life and writings to be so intricately a part of the
Danish cultural and religious identity that he despaired of
communicating them adequately to peoples of other backgrounds. Instead he sought to explore that tradition historically in as profound a way but more general fashion.
Johannes Knudsen clearly considered his task unfinished
and at the last he returned to his lifelong mentor and translated a number of Grundtvig's writings into English.
Johannes Knudsen never did rest. An integral part of his lifeview and theology was contained in the question: "What
next?"

FOOTNOTES
1 Knudsen, Johannes V., Roots, Askov, MN, American Publishing Co.,
1973.
2 Knudsen, Johannes V., Called Out of Chaos, Chicago, Lutheran
School of Theology Press, 1971.
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